This paper investigates the prevalence of deliberate design for player experience in big game studios, and how potential visions of intended player experience are articulated and communicated to the team in the course of the development process. The primary data consist of interviews with six Swedish game developers. The study shows that the practice of designing for player experience is indeed in use by many game developers, and that a wide variety of tools are employed to articulate and communicate their visions. The main purpose of this communication is to allow everyone in the development team to make design choices that are in line with the commonly shared design vision.
INTRODUCTION
Welcome to the Experience Economy is the title of an article published in the Harvard Business Review, July 1998. [17] In the article, Pine and Gilmore state that experience is the new economic value. The focus on experience is notable in many fields of human activity, for example, the "experience industry", "experience tourism", "experiential learning" and "experience design". During the last decade, an increasing interest in experience has also emerged in the fields of humancomputer interaction and interaction design, both among academics and professional designers. In 2004, two books were published that had great impact; Donald Norman's Emotional design: why we love (or hate) everyday things [15] and John McCarthy & Peter Wright's Technology as experience [12] . The latter was inspired by Dewey's Art as experience from 1934 [5] . CHI, the premier international conference for humancomputer interaction, have a "community" dedicated to user experience, and in addition to the initial focus on function (usability), experience (look and feel) have become an important design goal, e.g. in web design practice [13] .
Creating artifacts for user experience is not a new idea, of course. Most works of art, whether literature, music, fine art or film, aim to bring the audience various kinds of experience; amusement parks are built with the same intention. The same goes for games. The purpose of games has always been to be fun, entertaining and enjoyable.
If artists always have tried to give their audience an experience and if software developers design for user experience nowadays, then it's not far-fetched to assume that game developers also may benefit from using experience design in the game design process. A contemporary video game could be seen as a mixture of software engineering and artistic creativity.
In game design, a new game concept can be approached from many angles. One way to get to the-game-to-be is to describe the different elements of the game itself; the features, the core mechanics, the rules, the setting, the characters, the story, and so on [8] . This approach focuses on the game as an artifact. Another way is to give attention to the player of the game, with notions of the experience that the player should have while playing the game. I will call this approach designing for player experience.
In this paper, I report a study of actual design practices among a number of game developers. The study can be divided into three parts. In the first part I investigate if the approach "designing for player experience" is commonly used as a practice among today's game developers.
Secondly, since experience is a subjective and complex phenomena, it is very hard to predict what experience a certain player will have while playing a game, thus in the second part of the study I try to find out how game designers solve this problem, if they want do design for player experience.
Thirdly, many video games are created by large teams of people with different roles in the production process. Since the creation of a game is a collective task, it's important that everyone in the team is familiar with the game concept and share the same vision about the final product. In the third part of the study I investigate how game developers express or articulate the vision about the experience they want to convey through the game, and how they communicate the vision to the development team and other stakeholders.
In other words, my focus in this study is to study and describe game design practices used in design for player experience. With this I mean design practices where the focus is on intended player experience.
"Experience" is a philosophically complicated concept, hard to define [2] . In this paper I have avoided this problem, since I study game developers' design-related usage of what they refer to as "experience". Besides the word experience I have also taken into account when a developer describe a game and gameplay with words like fun, feeling, scary, atmosphere, feel, immersion, presence, satisfaction, having a good time etc. These words also refer to the player's inner life and are therefore, like experience, not simple components that mechanically can be built into the game.
Previous studies
I haven't found any studies on actual design for player experience as practiced in professional game studios. The literature on design for player experience as a method is also very limited. Some of the recently published handbooks in game design mention the design for player experience approach [1, 19, 21] , and there are also a few articles that discuss the subject [11, 22] .
When it comes to player experience, there is much more written. Both scholars [3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 14] and authors of handbooks [1, 18] have tried to analyze, categorize and theorize player experience in different ways.
In the fields of human-computer interaction and interaction design there is plenty of research on user experience and user experience design. See [10, 16] for an orientation.
Method
I have used a qualitative approach that included different data collection techniques. My primary data come from interviews with six game designers, representing the five major game development studios in Sweden: The six interviews lasted about one hour each, and was tape recorded, with the consent of the respondents and then transcribed for analysis.
Interview
My interviews were semi-structured and the questions concerned game design and game development in general. I used a grounded theory approach, as I wanted to learn about design practices in big game studios without preconceptions. Therefore, in the first four interviews, I did not ask any specific questions about designing for player experience, but the more data I got, the more I realized that this was an important design practice among my respondents.
Apart from my own interviews I have used some secondary data from interviews with game developers made by others (available on the web), and from game designers' articles and recorded talks at conferences.
In the next section, I will give several examples of how game designers talk about designing for player experience. I have deliberately chosen to include rather long quotes, because I think it is significant to see how they describe the design process, especially how they express themselves when they talk about their design for player experience.
DESIGNING FOR PLAYER EXPERIENCE
When asked about game design in general, all my respondents brought up player experience as an important focus in their game design.
The Senior Producer at DICE said: He also explained how ideas of intended player experience would guide the pre-production phase:
…and then you build the game upon that [that it's fun to destroy]. But you can do it in many different ways. We have this good Swedish engineering tradition, so we don't want to do something that feels trivial and boring -it should be done properly! So, of course, we put a lot of energy [into that]… The idea in itself is very simple. Anyone can come up with that idea; you don't have to be a genius to do that. The hard part is to create… to refine it and develop it into something that is actually fun to play. Imagine playing a game where everything is possible to destroy, and then you destroy everything and then everything is flat. You run around on flat ground. That's not very fun. […] No, so for us, it is all about finding the balance between the different elements and making it feel fun, believable and exciting.
The lead designer at Massive explained why it is important to find out early if the game is fun to play. Taking the hunting game The Hunter as an example, the lead designer at Avalanche also emphasized the benefit of working with player experiences, like pace and atmosphere, when designing a game:
We focused on making it as realistic as possible, and on slowing down the pace in the game, and it seems to have paid off. If you read the forum […] everyone is very pleased that it [the game] is so different […] it usually makes no difference what hunting game you take home, because they are all more or less the same, and none of them puts much focus on the atmosphere. So that was the right decision.
He also explains how the aim for realism affected the design of the player experience and the gameplay:
How did we do this? […] our thought was: Okay, if we think backwards then… If what you do least in the game is to actually shoot at things, doesn't it become a more rewarding thing to really do it then? I mean, we can draw a parallel here: We think Shadow of the Colossus here… […] to bring down one of those colossuses in that game is a pretty big undertaking… and the feeling here was kind of… we will go a bit in that direction: when you finally catch sight on an animal, you should be nervous, you should be trembling, sort of… it should be scary because if you miss this shot and scare this deer away, he will run away and you will have to take up the track again.
Okay, but it can't be just about walking around aimlessly, sort of… it's not enough just to lower the animal density, it can't be that simple… well, maybe you might achieve the goal to some extent, but in that case you would force the player to direct his/her own experience. So what we chose to make gameplay of is the actual tracking of the animals. That's the main thing, which distinguishes The Hunter from other hunting games.
Autobiographical Design
But, assuming that design for player experience is useful, how do you find out what are desirable player experiences? As told earlier, the senior producer at Dice suggested: "You close your eyes and think: What do I find fun? It's as simple as that."
The lead designer at Massive also stressed that it is the designer's own personality and enthusiasm that forms the game. He talked about the "vision bearer", that could be a single person, but more often a small team:
We talk very much about the core team, which is the team that really pushes the game forward, that makes the essence of it… it's so extremely important what combination of people it has, because it affects what kind of game it will be. You need a specific combination of people to be able to make a certain kind of game. when there is a specific aspect of his or her own personal experience which the designer would like to offer to his or her target audience;
when there are reasons why the target audience may be interested in that piece of experience; and when the designer has thought through carefully how his or her own experiences may be useful for or taken up by the target audience
If we compare this to the creative work of an artist (e.g. an author or a painter) the first criterion would probably be regarded as sufficient to justify the autobiographical approach. In so called fine culture, adjustments to a potential audience are usually frowned upon, but in the commercial entertainment industry the conditions are of course different.
Commercial game projects are typically financed by publishers, and they expect the game to be profitable. Developers who want to design their own game concept (or "IP", intellectual property) have to sell in or "pitch" the idea to a publisher, before they can get any money, and they usually have to get a "green light" at different points in the development process to get more money for the next phase. This way there are economic incitements, forcing the developers to adjust their game to what they (and their publisher) think will be appreciated by the customers, i.e. the potential players of the game.
It is also very common that the publisher asks the developer to make a game of an existing IP or to make a sequel to an old game. In those cases the creative scope is more limited, but the developer still needs to make design choices within the boundaries set by the IP itself or by the publisher. Since it's not the designer's own initial idea, it could be harder to use autobiographical design, though. The game designer at Avalanche described how he solved this, when working with the hunting game he had been asked to design: Besides describing how important it is that the team is composed of the right kind of people, the last part of the description above also stresses the need for communication. In the next section, I will elaborate on this and give a wide variety of examples of how game developers go about explaining and communicating their vision of the game-to-be.
COMMUNICATING THE DESIGN VISION
The size of a developing team in a big game production varies a lot during the different phases in the development process. During the concept phase there is seldom more than 10 people in the team, and in the preproduction phase the team grows to 20-30 members. When production starts more people are needed for the content creation, so then the team typically grows to around 100-200 people. Finally, the number of people declines again in the final phase, when quality assurance, testing and distribution of the game take place. The game's high-level ideas, the core concept and the overall vision are normally articulated during the first two phases (the concept phase and the pre-production phase), but that does not mean that there is no need for creativity and design choices later in the process. In the production phase, when the team reaches its peak number of members, most of the content (assets) of the game is produced, and even if the fundamental outlines are fixed, there is always room for creativity in details, like the visual appearance of characters and objects in the game.
All of my six respondents strongly emphasized the importance of communicating the design vision to all of the team members. The lead designer at Dice explained why this is important:
The best work actually happens when people are allowed to be creative within the boundaries that you have set up. Then you can sometimes see things that surprise you: "oh, that was a smart use of that thing", for instance.
[…] I think it's good if as many as possible feel that they are a part of the process when developing a game, that they all are game developers.
Or, as the senior producer at Dice expressed it: "I don't want just their hands, I want their brains too".
But, continuous idea generation from many different people can also be a problem, as explained by the former game designer Paul Tozour:
Everyone wants to have their voice heard, and everyone wants to contribute to the design. Everyone is full of ideas, and a lot of them are necessary to finish the game -many of the best ideas come from artists and engineers. Designers can't do it alone. […] But there is a catch, according to Tozour:
Brainstorming is a good way to light a creative spark, but it's not a good way to do game design. Design is less about finding a hundred great ideas than finding ten good ideas that work together in a cohesive and harmonious whole, as a solid and focused player experience. 1 So how do you solve this dilemma? In my study I found that there are wide varieties of practices that help game developing teams to evaluate and choose between different ideas. The overall guideline is to know what kind of game you are developing -you have to define the vision of the game in a way that everyone in the team can understand and assimilate. In the following section, I will give examples of different ways to express and communicate the design vision of a game, and I label them in order to create a tentative typology. I have used two criteria when selecting the examples; they must either be about the intended player experience itself or about components of the game-to-be that are supposed to affect the player experience.
Verbal Ways to Express the Design vision
The traditional way to define the design vision of a game is to write a game design document (GDD). This is in line with old software engineering tradition and the so called waterfall method that is not used so much anymore, according to my respondents. As mentioned earlier, the GDD is nowadays considered too comprehensive, which means that nobody bothers to read it. For the purpose of expressing and communicating the design vision of the game, the game developers have found other tools.
Concise and Expressive Descriptions
One way to express the design vision of a game is to find words and phrases that capture the idea in a nutshell, without using long and time-consuming descriptions. A popular name for a short and snappy description is the "elevator pitch". It's a way to describe the game concept in the time span of a short elevator ride.
According to the game director at Starbreeze: "The pitch is often based on other games… so, you say something like this: 'Imagine Knights of the Temple and Riddick… but cartoony!'"
But the description could be even shorter, sometimes even just one word. Indie game designer Kyle Gabler uses the word "juicy" to express the sensual feeling that he and Ron Carmel was aiming for, when they were developing the game World of Goo:
Make it Juicy! "Juice" was our wet little term for constant and bountiful user feedback. A juicy game element will bounce and wiggle and squirt and make a little noise when you touch it. A juicy game feels alive and responds to everything you do -tons of cascading action and response for minimal user input. It makes the player feel powerful and in control of the world, and it coaches them through the rules of the game by constantly letting them know on a per-interaction basis how they are doing. 2 
Key Areas of Focus
In a talk at the Game Developers Conference (GDC) 2009, the lead animator and the lead programmer of the game Mirror's Edge described the four key areas of focus ("KAOF's") that they had used to communicate the design vision of the game. One of those KAOF's is especially interesting from the viewpoint of this paper, because it tries to clearly verbalize the intended player experience:
"Through the character experience" is probably the most important of the four, 'cause it sums up the whole focus of the game. In our Battlefield games we had been using an expression called "through the gun experience", to describe how the game should feel. And by that we meant that the player should feel present on the battlefield through his weapon, and kind of feel the trigger and recoil and the bullet flying through the air. In Mirror's Edge, the focus was a different one. It was more about the body and movement, and less about weapon and fighting. We wanted to create a feeling of immersion in the world and in the character. So we wanted the player to feel each movement, feel the height, when on a high rooftop and the satisfaction of defying death with a perfectly timed jump… and to feel the ledge when you grab on to it, and so on. So we came up with "through the character experience" and it became sort of a mantra for us, and a frame of reference, when discussing features and ideas for the game, so we could question ourselves if it actually brought something to the "through the character experience".
3
Later in the talk they also gave an example of the impact that the expression "Through the character experience" had had on the development. Since they wanted the player to really feel like s/he was inside the player character (a woman called Faith), they had to invent new ways to animate the movements of the character to make them more realistic than in other first person games. In earlier first person games the movements were usually very stiff and straight, as if the virtual camera were placed on a rail vehicle. First, they tried to put the virtual camera on Faith's head when she was running and jumping, but that didn't work because it became too bumpy and people felt moving sickness when playing.
(In real life we perceive our own movements as smooth and stable, because the bumpiness is eliminated by our brain.) The team realized they had to animate the movements as we perceive them in real life, not as they objectively are. This was only possible to do by hand, using trial and error until it felt realistic. This was very time-consuming, of course, but since it was a key area of focus to make a "through the character" experience, it was justified to put that much effort into it.
The One Question
Harmonix, the studio that developed Guitar Hero and Rock Band, converts the design vision into a question, in order to use it as a tool for making design choices. They call it "The One Question". When they developed Guitar Hero they used "Does it rock?" as "The One Question" and for Rock Band it was "Is this an authentic band experience?" Dan Teasdale, Rock Band's senior designer, explained the purpose of "The One Question" in a talk at the Game Developers Conference (GDC) 2009: I needed to get everyone to have the exact same design direction in their heads when making the game.
[…]
Basically, whenever you're asking yourself questions about focus or scope or direction or content, you ask yourself "The One Question". So if you do it right, you instantly have the entire team making the same types of judgement calls. 4 By asking: "Is this an authentic band experience?" the development team could decide what ideas they should implement in the game or what ideas they should dismiss. The gameplay feature that gives band members the option of saving a friend who has been kicked out of the game because s/he didn't play well enough was, for example, implemented in the game. It was considered authentic because the members of a band usually help each other if they get in trouble on stage. On the other hand the idea of "power-ups" was dismissed, because, according to Teasdale: "they totally break the whole authentic band feel, like capturing all of my notes on track doesn't feel like an authentic band experience".
Similes and Exemplars
Many descriptions of sought player experience have the following form: "The player experience should be similar to the experience you have when..." The exemplar could be a feeling experienced in another game, in a movie or a book etc, but it could also be an activity in real life that everyone is familiar with. The senior designer at Dice said, for example, that the experience Dice wants to give the player in all the Battlefield games is not the feeling of real war, but the feeling you had when you where a kid and played war, "Cowboys and Indians" or paint ball.
This is similar to the example given by the lead designer at Avalanche (see above) when he described how he let himself be inspired by a real-life hunting experience when designing The Hunter.
A third example is the reason why the lights in the survival horror game Dead Space look like dentists' lights. Ian Milham, the art director of the game explained why, in a talk at the GDC 2009: "We tried to think of real-world situations where you were uncomfortable and not having a good time -and the dentist's chair is one of the chief ones…" 
Anti-exemplars
Another way to characterize the player experience is to refer to something that is the contrary to the experience you are aiming for. Then the typical from of the description is: "The player experience should be the opposite of the experience you have when… ". The lead designer at Avalanche used the game Duck Hunt as an anti-exemplar, when he was designing The Hunter. In Duck Hunt ducks (and clay pigeons) regularly appear on the screen, without any player effort. This experience is opposite to the one he wanted to achieve in The Hunter, where the player has to work hard to track the animals before getting a chance to shoot them.
During the development of the survival horror game Dead Space, the art director formulated three "keys to horror art direction" to make sure that the art in the game should intensify the horror experience for the player. One of the keys was "Must move away from Sci-fi action!" The reason behind this anti-exemplar is that science fiction action games like Halo and Mass Effect seldom are experienced as horrifying in the way survival horror games are supposed to, and since Dead Space takes place in a spaceship in the future, there was a potential risk that the art team unconsciously would be influenced by the science fiction action genre.
Non-Verbal Ways to Communicate the Design vision Concept Art
The most common way to express the "look and feel" of the game is to use concept art. The executive producer at Grin explained how it can be used, when you just want to capture a feeling or mood:
You sketch it up fast… you can't discern much in the image, but you get the feeling, the visual feeling… and then… What kind of mood will the player be in, here?
[…] It's dark, futuristic, anxiety or whatever you want.
Existing pictures and mood boards
But you can also use existing pictures for inspiration and as exemplars or anti-exemplars. To explain the sciencefiction anti-exemplar mentioned earlier, the art director of Dead Space used a collage with snapshots from movies, to make his team understand important visual differences between horror and science fiction. In his talk at the GDC 2009 he described the collage like this:
You can see that the horror stuff tends to have a warm, ochre, decayed sort of tones, high contrast sort of setups, compared to the sci-fi stuff: you tend to get cooler stuff, you get brighter hot spots, you get specularity and all kinds of stuff that show off graphical hardware that your marketing team wants you to put in the game… but it doesn't really jive with… that kind of visual excitement doesn't really jive with the horror feeling.
Moving Images
Animations and videos are impressive tools for mediating both the game play and the atmosphere in the game-tobe. As with still pictures, the team can produce their own movies or use existing ones. The lead designer at Dice gives an example of the former from the Mirror's Edge development:
We made a… kind of… mock-up animation, that's the playblast, where she runs after the stuff… jumps backwards over something, shoots at some cops… jumps between two rooftops… runs down a staircase… goes down to the street on a zip-line, and runs around. These kinds of things are very, very good for making people understand what you're trying to build.
In the GDC talk mentioned earlier, Dan Teasdale described how a rock concert video from the 70's with The Who served as an inspirational model for the kind of arena-rock experience they wanted their game Rock Band to convey.
Music
Since video games are audio-visual media, it is not surprising that music can be a way to convey, for example, the mood or the atmosphere in the game you design. In the article mentioned earlier Kyle Gabler, describes how a piece of music gave him the idea to Tower of Goo (the predecessor to World of Goo):
The idea behind Tower of Goo came up while I was listening to (for some reason) the opening to Astor Piazzolla's "Tango Apasionado" after walking home, and had this drizzly vision of a town at sunset where everyone was leaving their house, carrying out chairs, tables, and anything they could to build a giant tower in the center of their city. I didn't know why exactly, but they wanted to climb up and up and up -but they weren't very good civil engineers so you had to help them.
[…] here's a case where an initial emotional target basically wrote the entire game.
Prototypes and Vertical slice
Prototypes are simple low fidelity models made during game development, to test or illustrate specific elements of the game. My respondents often mentioned prototypes, when they were describing the methods they used in designing and developing a game. Prototypes can be used for many purposes. Often the purpose is mainly "technical": that is, you want to test functionality, input devices, game mechanics or character movement in the game. This definition of the concept seems to cover all the verbal and non-verbal ways to express and communicate the design vision that I have mentioned in this paper. My respondents expressed a narrower view of what a prototype is, more like the one Buchenau & Suri say they want to focus on, namely "methods and techniques which support active participation", and not representations that are communicated to a "mainly passive audience" [2] .
At the end of the pre-production phase, a so called "vertical slice" is usually presented, before the developers get permission to enter the production phase. The vertical slice is a playable version of a small part of the game, including all essential features and assets in that part of the game. After the vertical slice is made, all the tools mentioned earlier for expressing and communicating the game vision become, more or less, redundant. Anyone who wants to understand the game concept, the gameplay and the "look and feel" of the game can just play the vertical slice.
Spreading the Design vision
As we have learned, there are many ways to express the design vision of the game-to-be. But how do game developers ensure that the team really takes in these expressions?
Since new team members enter the project every week, the design vision has to be explained again and again. The Lead designer at Dice told me that, when developing Mirror's Edge, they prepared a "starter packet" with different kinds of material explaining and illustrating the game concept. Such starter packets are presented at the kick-off, when a new phase starts, but can also be used when new members join the project at other points.
The senior producer at Dice offered this concise piece of advice concerning concept art, KAOF's and similar material:
Throw it up on the wall! Preferably close to the toilets or in the lunch room, where everybody sees it every day. Everyone in the team should "live" with the feeling of the game they are working with.
CONCLUSIONS
This paper states that there is a trend in game design -at least in some big companies -to use a player experience approach when designing and developing games. This approach, however, is not guided by studies of players' experience while playing games. Instead, it is primarily based on the designers' own experiences, which could be called autobiographical design. This could work well, as long as the designers make games for people who have the same taste and preferences as themselves. If they want to reach new target groups they might need to find other approaches or employ designers who belong to those target groups.
The intended player experience has to be communicated to everyone in the development team, and the developers I interviewed gave me examples of a wide variety of tools that can be used to express the kind of experience the game is supposed to mediate. One can use words, images, moving images, music and prototypes for that purpose.
In future studies I would like to find out how smaller studios and independent developers work with player experience. I also would like to know if there are different practices in game development in other parts of the world.
